FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
Perched high amidst the baggage and muffled up like old
women were Tungans, Hui-hui gold-seekers and old Mongols
with their rosaries of 108 beads slipping through their fingers
as they muttered their prayers. Now and then one heard the
dry tap of some smoker emptying his pipe against his heel.
Owing to the swinging movement of the camel, the loads
often slipped over on one side. Then a Mongol horseman
would come up and, still moving, try to lift the load with a
heave of his shoulder till the balance was re-established* But
most frequently, though very reluctantly, the men had to
take stronger measures. The "string" had to fall out, the
camel to kneel. The long rope that was bound round the
ends of the pack-saddle in a figure of eight must be undone
and the load balanced all over again. The camels always
seized the opportunity to stretch out their necks, like swans,
trying to reach the farthest attainable tuft of grass.
The rest of the caravan having, meantime, continued on
its way, the immobilized sector was, of course, behind time.
To make up for it the animals were encouraged with a
guttural "Oo-ok." Later we were to have only too many
occasions of employing that cry ourselves.
After several hours' marching, the rope traces which, at
the setting out, tended to hang loose between the camels,
would become taut; the heads that had been held high would
droop and the tired beasts would slacken their pace.
Smig had said I need not take a heavy coat and assured
me that the Tsaidam was not really cold. But it so happened
that I had frequently to get down and walk, for, in spite of
being almost smothered in clothes, my teeth chattered. In
a head wind I was glad to turn down the ear-flaps of my
Mandmrian fur cajx There was one solitary sign that winter
was ending—the wool hung in tufts on the camels' thin legs.
They were shedding their coats and the iron-grey smooth
skin that began to show was like the rubber of worn tyres.
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